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An exploration into the rise of Mental Health Disorders in the Early Years.

Part One – Literature Review
According to the National Health Service England [hereafter NHS], (2022) In recent years, there has been an incline in the concern over the apparent rise in mental health disorders among young children in the UK. Early childhood is typically the period from birth up to the age of 5. This period is a critical developmental window during which mental, emotional and behavioural skills are formed.  Evidence (Office for Health Improvement & Disparities, 2022) suggests that the rates of anxiety, depression attention-deficit, hyperactivity disorder (ADHD) and conduct disorders in the early years have significantly increased in the last decade, especially since the Pandemic, COVID-19. This rise could have a serious implication on families, early year settings, educational outcomes and the long-term burden on the NHS. This literature review will aim to critically examine existing UK based research on the prevalence, contributing factors and the potential interventions related to the rise in early years mental health disorders. 
In early childhood it is a critical stage in a child’s emotional, social and cognitive development. If a child is suffering from a mental health disorder such as anxiety, ADHD, conduct issues, emotional dysregulation emerges or intensifies during this period, it can delay their readiness for school, to be able to progress academically, probable absenteeism and can cause strained relationships with their peers. Disorders emerging at this stage can impede the child’s developmental pathway, impacting them long-term. Mind, (2024) report that 1 in 5 school-age children or young person has a mental health difficulty and only a third ha access to treatment the previous year in England.
According to (Welsh Government, 2025) Wales’ national education policies, schools have a key role in identifying and supporting children with mental health difficulties, but there is a lot of pressure and a lack of resources to meet the increasing demand. As highlighted in the Welsh Governments 2025 Guidelines on mental health in schools, there is a pressing need for more comprehensive school-based programs that can focus on emotional well-being and resilience from a young age. The ability to introduce a fostering environment that can prioritise mental health, school settings can help mitigate the long-term impacts and support individuals to achieve at their full potentials. (Welsh Government, 2021) has emphasized the importance of a whole-school approach in early years education, where the child’s emotional well-being is integrated into learning and developmental frameworks to action plan individual support. 

Research by (Public Health Wales, 2025) demonstrates that early emotional and psychological challenges are strongly linked to long-term mental health problems in adolescence and adulthood, affecting everything from their academic achievements to potential career success, even as far as physical health abilities. So, not only does a mental health disorder in the early years have an impact on the child’s immediate well-being, but it also places a greater pressure on public health systems, educational settings and the wider society. A recent report (Bawden, 2025) estimates that the UK’s childhood mental health crisis could cost as much as £1.1 trillion in lost earnings over the course of a generation due to the extreme decline in poor academic performance. 

The rise in mental health disorders among children in the UK is mind blowing, with data painting a concerning picture of an increasing need for support. Recent findings from the (NHS England,2023) show that 1 in 5 children now likely suffer from a mental health disorder, a substantial increase from from 2017. This aligns with similar findings in Wales, where the (Welsh Government, 2025) have reported a substantial increase in children attending counselling since 2020 and the top mental health disorder reported is from Anxiety, influenced by the pressures of the COVID-19 pandemic. (Campbell, 2022) highlights that referrals for mental health service support in children surged by 54% in England during the pandemic, particularly for anxiety, depression and self-harm. This surge is not that there is more awareness, but it highlights that there is an urgent need for greater and more resources accessible for early interventions. 
Both the (NHS England, 2023) and (Campbell, 2022) highlight the significant rise in mental health disorders among children in the UK, particularly in highlighting the increase of referrals and diagnoses. The NHS Digital report indicates that 1 in 5 children are now suffering from a mental health issue, marking a noticeably higher percentage from the previous year. Similarly, The Guardian underscores a 50% surge in referrals for mental health support, specifically in cases of anxiety and depression during the period of the COVID-19 pandemic. Both sources emphasize the consistently growing need and demand for mental health services and support, in order to address the escalating crisis among the UK’s younger, future generation. 
These findings indicate the rising number of mental health disorders in early childhood and the urgent need for early detection and support. While increasing diagnoses, reflective improved awareness, the surge in crisis referrals and worsening severity indicate deeper systemic issues. In Wales, the growing demand for mental health services, combined with the pressure on schools to implement inclusive education policies, reveals the need for targeted funding and professional development in early years settings. School policies must focus n comprehensive emotional regulation and mental health support programs, working with health care services to provide integrated, trauma-informed care. Early interventions are essential to address the long-term impacts of disrupted development and adequate resources for mental health support, alongside equipping schools to recognize and respond can help to mitigate the social, emotional and economic effect of the rising crisis. By improving the coordination between education and healthcare systems, the UK can better support the mental well-being of its youngest population. 



















Part Two – Methodological Considerations.
The importance of early identification and intervention is paramount, as mental health problems in childhood can lead to long-term consequences if left unaddressed. This research aims to explore the increase of mental health disorders in the early years by gathering insights from parents. Specifically, this study will focus on a random sample of 20 parents, using qualitative open-ended questionnaires to gather in-depth data on their experiences and perceptions. This paper outlines the methodological considerations for the study, including the rationale for choosing the sample size, the selection of qualitative methods, and the potential limitations and challenges that could arise by doing this approach.
The research design for this study is qualitative in nature, focusing on understanding the experiences of parents regarding the rise in mental health disorders in young children. Qualitative research is well-suited for exploring complex, subjective experiences, allowing for richer and will produce more refined data than quantitative methods. The aim of this research is not to generalize findings to a larger population but to understand the lived experiences and perceptions of parents about the rising trend of mental health disorders in early childhood.
Qualitative research methods are particularly useful when the goal is to understand a situation from the perspective of those directly involved (Lima and Newell-McLymont, 2021, pg. 189-190). This research aims to gather a deeper understanding of the factors contributing to the substantial increase in mental health issues among young children, from the perspective of parents who are often the first to notice signs of mental distress. By using open-ended questions, the study enables parents to share their insights in a flexible and unrestricted manner. This approach contrasts with structured surveys, which may limit responses and fail to capture the complexity of the issue.
As noted by Troy (2023), qualitative research allows for a more in-depth exploration of attitudes, beliefs, and experiences that may not be easily captured through quantitative measures. In this study, the qualitative method also provides the opportunity to examine how parents interpret and make sense of changes in their children's mental health, allowing for an exploration of underlying social, cultural, and environmental factors.
To collect data, this study will use a random sampling technique, selecting 20 parents who have children under the age of 8. Random sampling is chosen to minimize bias and ensure that every parent within the population has an equal chance of being selected, which enhances the study's broadness of parents. The study uses a random sample to avoid bias that can happen when people are chosen based on their availability.
Although the sample size is small (20 participants), it is suitable for qualitative research on mental health disorders in young children, where the goal is to collect data. Qualitative research often uses smaller sample sizes than quantitative studies because the focus is on gaining deep, detailed insights.
In this research, the sample size of 20 is manageable and allows for an in-depth exploration of the parents' experiences and perceptions without being overwhelming to analyse. Additionally, with this sample size, the study can still achieve a robust understanding of the phenomenon without the need for statistical analysis.
The participants for this research will be parents of children under the age of 8. The age range is crucial because early childhood is a critical period for mental health development, and understanding mental health issues at this stage can have significant implications for early intervention strategies. The inclusion of parents as participants is essential because they are often the first to notice changes in behaviours or signs of mental distress in their children. Also, parents’ observations are critical for understanding the broader social and familial contexts that may contribute to mental health challenges in young children.

Before recruiting participants, ethical considerations will be taken into account. Informed consent will be obtained from all participants, ensuring that they are aware of the purpose of the study, how their data will be used, and their right to withdraw at any time without consequences. Confidentiality is key, and personal identities will be removed from the data to ensure information collected is anonymous. Additionally, the study will not require any sensitive or invasive questions, but participants will be given the option to skip questions they do not feel comfortable answering.
In this research, data will be collected through a qualitative questionnaire consisting of open-ended questions. The open-ended format allows for flexibility, enabling participants to respond in their own words and express their views, experiences, and perceptions freely. Open-ended questions are very useful when researchers want to learn about people’s feelings, thoughts, and beliefs, which are hard to measure but important to understand the deeper meaning of an issue.
The use of open-ended questions also aligns with the goal of exploring the lived experiences of parents, as it gives them the space to elaborate on how they perceive changes in their children's mental health over time, and the factors they believe may be contributing to these changes. This aligns with qualitative research's focus on depth and richness of data rather than breadth.
According to (Hassan, 2024) Triangulation is a method of research that involves using multiple sources of data, methods, or perspectives to study a single topic. It makes the findings more trustworthy and detailed by checking that results are similar across different types of information. I will use triangulation in my research to increase the credibility and depth of my findings. By using the data from the interviews with, I aim to develop a more complete picture of the experiences of parents with young children who have mental health disorders. Additionally, using triangulation can help address the Hawthorne effect. According to (Nikolopoulou, 2022) the Hawthorne effect is where participants may change their behaviours if they know they are being observed, which could hinder the results from doing the research.
Qualitative questionnaires have several advantages. First, they can be administered at a time and place that is convenient for participants, ensuring minimal disruption to their daily lives. This is particularly important for busy parents, who might be more likely to participate in a study if the data collection method is not overly intrusive. Second, the open-ended nature of the questions allows for a wide range of responses, which is ideal when exploring a complex and multi-dimensional issue like mental health. The flexibility will be one of the key strengths of  this qualitative method, as it will allow for the discovery of new insights that might not have been anticipated at the start of the study.
Data from the open-ended questionnaires will be analysed using thematic analysis, which is a widely used method in qualitative research for identifying, analysing, and reporting patterns or themes within the data. Thematic analysis will allow for the identification of recurrent themes related to the experiences of parents regarding their children's mental health and the factors they believe have contributed to the increase in mental health issues.
To ensure the analysis is carefully used, we will ensure that the research is read through thoroughly to get a sense of the data, identify important features and information from the data and questions and search if there is a potential theme in what the parents are disclosing. Finally, a report will be written on the possible themes and see if there is a connection between them, and if it can be identified why there is a substantial rise in mental health disorders in young children.
While this methodological approach offers several advantages, there are also limitations. One of the primary limitations of using a small sample size of 20 participants is that the findings may not be generalizable to the larger population of parents. This is a common limitation in qualitative research, but it is important to be aware that the goal of the study is not to generalize but to gain in-depth insights into a specific population.
Another potential limitation is the reliance on self-reported data. The accuracy of the data depends on the honesty and self-awareness of the participants. Parents might have biases in reporting, especially regarding their children's mental health, which could impact the findings. To mitigate this, it is important that the parents are invited into an environment in which they feel comfortable sharing their experiences openly. 
In conclusion, this research aims to explore the increase in mental health disorders in the early years by gathering qualitative data from 20 parents using open-ended questionnaires. The methodological considerations outlined in this paper highlight the strengths and limitations of the chosen approach, focusing on the use of random sampling, qualitative methods, and if there are any noticeable thematic analysis. By adopting a qualitative approach, this study can provide a rich, detailed understanding of parents' perceptions of mental health issues in their young children, contributing to the broader conversation on early intervention and mental health support.
















Part Three – Ethical considerations.
When conducting an open-ended survey with parents of young children regarding the rise in mental health disorders, addressing ethical considerations is essential to ensure the research is carried out responsibly and respectfully. Ethical research protects the dignity, rights, and wellbeing of participants while upholding the integrity and credibility of the research process. Given the sensitivity of the topic, children’s mental health, the study requires particular care in its planning and execution to prevent causing harm or distress to participants.
This section outlines key ethical principles relevant to the study, including informed consent, data protection under the GDPR (Local Government Association, 2018) and the UK Data Protection Act (GOV UK, 2018), confidentiality, the wellbeing of participants and researchers, the researcher’s responsibilities, and the ethical review process. The Department for Digital, Culture, Media & Sport (2017) reinforces that individuals have the right to access their personal data and to object to the processing of such data, which is critical in ensuring participants retain control over their information.
Informed consent is a foundational aspect of ethical research. Tham, Gómez and Garasic (2022) emphasize that informed consent ensures participants are fully aware of the study’s nature, purpose, risks, and benefits before agreeing to take part. It empowers individuals to make voluntary, informed decisions about their participation. Within this study, parents must be provided with clear, accessible information about the survey’s aims, the kinds of questions they will be asked, how their responses will be used, and their right to refuse or withdraw at any time without any negative consequences.
It is vital that the information provided avoids complex language, instead using simple, straightforward communication. Consent must be freely given, specific, informed, and direct, in line with the General Data Protection Regulation (GDPR). This regulation stresses that participants must have genuine choice and control over their personal data, including any survey responses that may contain personal or sensitive information. Consent must be treated not merely as a procedural step but as an ongoing ethical commitment that respects the autonomy of each participant.
The Data Protection Act 2018, which operates alongside the GDPR in the UK, imposes additional obligations on researchers handling sensitive or special category data. Information about children’s mental health falls under this classification, as it may reveal deeply personal and potentially vulnerable aspects of a child’s or family’s wellbeing. The questionnaire must therefore implement robust technical and organisational measures to protect such data. This will include securing data through encryption, restricting access to authorized personnel, and anonymizing personal identifiers to prevent individuals from being identified.
Confidentiality plays a vital role in qualitative research, especially when open-ended questions prompt participants to share rich, personal narratives about their children’s mental health experiences. Assuring parents that their identities and individual responses will remain confidential is essential for building their trust and encouraging honest and meaningful contributions to their answers. It is important that it is clearly outlined how confidentiality will be maintained, for example, by removing identifying details from the questionnaire, securely storing data and ensuring only approved team members can access the data.
However, it is also crucial to be transparent about the limits of confidentiality. If a participant reveals information that suggests a child may be at risk of harm, it may be a legal or ethical duty to report this to relevant authorities. Participants will be made aware of the limitations before giving consent, ensuring they understand that absolute confidentiality cannot be guaranteed in safeguarding situations.
Participant wellbeing must be a central concern at every stage of this research process. Engaging in conversations about children’s mental health can be emotionally challenging and may bring to the surface distressing memories or feelings for some parents. The questionnaire will therefore be designed to minimize potential harm—for example, by allowing participants to skip any questions they find uncomfortable and by providing information about support services. According to the National Health Service (No Date) Every Mind Matters campaign, there are various resources available to help parents and caregivers support children through emotional or psychological difficulties. 
Inclusivity and accessibility are also critical ethical concerns. To ensure the study captures a diverse range of perspectives, the questionnaire will be designed to accommodate parents from varied social, educational, and cultural backgrounds. This includes offering different modes of participation, such as online, paper based, or telephone options to reduce any barriers and to increase accessibility. Providing translations or assistance for those with limited literacy or language skills further promotes fair participation. It is also important to minimise the burden on participants, especially those who may already be managing significant caregiving demands. Respecting participants’ time and circumstances by offering flexible completion options and keeping the questionnaire length reasonable supports ethical engagement and improves the likelihood of high-quality, meaningful data.
While participant wellbeing is a primary concern, the emotional health of the research should not be overlooked. Investigating sensitive and potentially distressing issues, such as childhood mental health challenges, could take an emotional toll. It will be paramount in ensuring there is support for the research team and their wellbeing to ensure they can maintain empathy, professionalism, and the overall integrity of this study.
This research must undergo a comprehensive ethical review by a review board or research ethics committee. This review process will asses the potential risks to participants and researchers, will ensure that data protection measures meet legal and ethical standards, and verifies that the study’s design aligns with best ethical practices. Research involving sensitive topics like children’s mental health may require additional oversight, including enhanced safeguards, more detailed risk mitigation strategies, or regular monitoring throughout the study. Securing ethical approval is not only a regulatory requirement but also plays a key role in maintaining public trust and demonstrating the researcher’s commitment to ethical standards.
Accurate records of data processing activities should be maintained throughout this project. Once the research is complete, data should be anonymized before it is shared, published, or archived. Any direct link between participant identities and their responses will be destroyed once it is no longer required, in line with data retention policies and ethical guidelines.
An ethical issue in this type of research is the balance between confidentiality and safeguarding obligations. As, if a participant discloses information that raises concerns about a child’s safety, it may be that legally action is required. This potential exception to confidentiality will be clearly explained before consent is obtained from participants. Research staff will be prepared with reporting protocols and access to safeguarding professionals, ensuring that any action taken prioritizes the child’s welfare while preserving as much trust and transparency as possible.
Another consideration is the potential for the Hawthorne effect, where participants alter their behaviour or responses simply because they know they are being studied. In sensitive research areas, this can impact the authenticity of responses and the reliability of the findings. To mitigate this, triangulation will be used, combining data from different sources or methods to enhance validity. A well designed ethical approach means that strategies can be created to reduce bias, while maintaining transparency and participant trust.
Conclusion.
In conclusion, conducting an open-ended survey with the parents about the rise in mental health disorders among young children involves a wide range of ethical considerations. Respecting informed consent, ensuring data protection in line with GDPR and the Data Protection Act 2018, preserving confidentiality, and prioritizing the wellbeing of both participants and researchers are essential to the study’s ethical foundation. This research will also pass ethical review, incorporate an inclusive approach, and be transparent about limits to confidentiality and safeguarding responsibilities. 
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